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et al.: Evolution of the Student Movement of the Sixties and Its Effects

EVOLUTION OF THE STUDENT MOVEMENT OF THE
SIXTIES AND ITS EFFECTSt
e
Todd Giflin

Fellow heroic resisters to totalitarian English departments:
I want to talk a bit about how the attitudes of the Student Left
in the sixties toward universities and their doings evolved, and
then say a bit about the consequences. But I do want to confine
myself largely to trying to reconstruct how the attitudes of the
student Left changed, because they did change quite dramatically.
The student movement that began in the early 1960s, the
one that Phil Altbach and I were part of, was a movement that
imagined itself to be simultaneously the voice of morality and of
intellectuality. It was a bookish movement that prided itself on
its embodiment of the values of the enlightenment. Far from
being obsessed with Rousseau, the movement was obsessed by
Jefferson and a series of variants on Jefferson running the gamut
from Thoreau and Whitman to the pragmatists William James
and others, and then on to the whole range of the enlightenment tradition. That tradition had a particular American tilt
which led to the idea that when you know the truth it sets you
free, and that speaking truth to power, to use a Quaker phrase,
whether in the form of literate criticism or in the form of civil
disobedience, was a way of encouraging and fulfilling the dream
that rational people were capable of governing themselves.
Leaving aside the question of tensions within that spirit,
whether we look at Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) or
the group that Phil Altbach was involved in, the Student Peace
Union, or the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, you
find variants of these assumptions. The university within this set
of premises was seen, at best, as a neutral institution, a place to
learn something that would help you change the world and, at

t This article is based on a speech given by Professor Gitlin at the Academic
Freedom Symposium.
tt Todd Gitlin is a professor of culture, journalism, and sociology at New York
University.
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worst, as an institution with an additional unwelcome edge of
paternalist supervision. Recall that the university, at this time,
was not simply the institution that had been in many ways cowed
and cleansed by McCarthyism, but was an institution that
enforced rules about how many feet you had to keep on the
floor while you were sitting in the room of another student and
how many hours a day, if any, that other student was permitted
in your room.
The student movement of the period up through roughly
1965-a crucial year because it was the time of the acceleration,
and submergence, of American political culture by the Vietnam
War-developed from this essentially benign understanding of
the university to making demands on the university to fulfill
some sort of intellectual mission harmonized with the political,
moral, and intellectual values of the student movement itself. It
is during this period, for example, that SDS, which I was
associated with, generated a series of papers in the hope that
university programs could be directed toward the solution of
social problems as they had in the past. Back in the midnineteenth century, for example, the American university,
through the Morrill Land Grant Act, had helped teach farmers
how to farm more effectively, and since 1945, had helped perfect
the American mission in the Cold War. The idea in the mid1960s was that rather than generating military-relevant research,
universities should be encouraged to contribute to peace-relevant
research. There was, in fact, a peace research movement which
had not been started by the students themselves, but by quite
august persons like Kenneth Boulding, the economist, a
conservative actually, at the University of Michigan, and a group
of other people at the University of Michigan who were interested in applying game theory and the like to the negotiation
process, including diplomacy and peace-making, et cetera. The
idea of peace research was that universities should be places
where ideas and imagination were relevant to the social good,
but not in the spirit of boot camps or indoctrination
sessions-rather in the sense that universities should be "relevant," a word that quickly became more current than it lexicographically deserved. The teach-in movement actually followed
directly from this ideal.
The idea of the teach-in was that universities had an
intellectual mission to clarify what was going on in the world.
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Here the country was at war-undeclared war-in a place that
hardly anybody knew anything about, a place about which it was
hard to find university courses. What was being said in Washington about this place and about the American mission in this
place was nonsensical and intellectually unserious, and so the
mission of people who were serious at universities was to bring
their intellectual resources to bear on these issues.
The teach-in was meant to be analogous to the sit-in. The
sit-in was an affirmation that racist segregation was unjust and
that it could be, in fact, annihilated if you simply denied it. That
is to say, you simply sat down at the "wrong" lunch counter or
you drank from the "wrong" water fountain or you rode in the
"wrong" part of the bus, and that accomplished a mission.
Likewise, the idea of the teach-in was that people in a scholarly
community had a mission to understand the world and they
should get about doing it. If the university curriculum did not
afford them the place to do that, then they should create
another institution where they could do it. That is what the
teach-in was. So you get a university hall and you bring in a
series of speakers and you go on all night if need be. And you
invite the other side: people from the State Department or from
the pro-war side. In fact, the State Department started sending
out speakers until they got embarrassed enough about losing
debates and stopped doing it. I think there is a book on the
teach-in movement edited by Professor Radosh, which will tell
you something about the educational mission of the teach-ins.
So I would say that during the period up through 1965 or 1966,
the prevailing New Left idea about the university was that it was
a field of action for serious, intellectually serious and morally
devoted people.
Something changed. Starting in about 1966, complicity
became the hallmark of the student Left's idea about the
university. I used the word myself. I think I can date it to 1966.
If as social scientists, we were to back off and ask, "Well, what's
different here? Have universities changed?," I think we would
not find marked differences between universities in 1964 and
1966. What changed, of course, was the Vietnam War. With the
acceleration of the war, much of the student Left took a turn.
This, I think, is tragic, because it meant that the field of action
that was most available to them, or most vulnerable to them, was
the very institution which had nurtured them-namely, the
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university itself. The university became demonized. Now, I do
not mean to say that there was none of that beforehand. You
certainly would find in the rhetoric even of the Free Speech
Movement, the notion that the university was nothing other than
a training ground for the Cold War, a boot camp for corporate
irresponsibility.
But you will also find in that earlier period, in 1964 during
the Free Speech Movement, another idea about the university.
This is that the university should be purified of a kind of narrow
relevance and should return to what Paul Goodman, probably
the most widely-read and influential radical theorist of higher
education was saying at this time-a community of scholars.
That is to say, within the Free Speech Movement idea about the
university and the opposition to folding, spindling, and mutilating, was some sort of ideal of a pre-multiversity university, a
liberal arts college or maybe a value in smallness. But by 1966
or 1967, this glimmering idea of a community of scholars as a
possible vision for the university pretty well went by the boards,
and the anger against the university as a place of complicity,
specifically with military research, came to the fore.
The
accusations about university cooperation with military research,
in fact with directly lethal military research was not a fabrication.
There were exaggerations, but there were also true stories. In
fact, operating under university aegises, under conditions that
defied principles of university discourse, secret classified missions
were undertaken with university sponsorship and collaboration
and, it should be said, for university profit. These enterprises
ranged from the choosing of targets for bombardment in
Vietnam to the development of new, more lethal weaponry. In
recognizing such facts, the leading edge of the student movement made, I think, a fatal mistake, a miscalculation that the
university should be brought down, that the university should, as
one started to hear by 1968, be destroyed. Why this happened
is a subject that we could talk about for a long time. Certainly
it does not really matter for my present purpose, which are to
demonstrate that a transition took place. It was true, I think,
that university administrations played into the hands of the most
extravagant, crude, and hostile forces within the student
movement by routinely calling the police and by routinely
indicating that they were oblivious of the complexities of the
student movement. Administrators then included people like
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Grayson Kirk, the President of Columbia University, who had no
clue as to what was driving undergraduates. Administrators at
this time had little to do with undergraduates. They were too
busy raising money. But it is also true that part of what was
driving this tragic turn in the student movement was the
infantile assumption that the institution closest to you-in fact,
the one that was most vulnerable to you-was the most dangerous. It was much easier to bash universities than it was to do
something about the Dow Chemical Corporation, which was
making napalm, or for that matter about the Pentagon, which
you could surround but not occupy. But you could occupy
Sproul Hall or the equivalent. And all the complex relationships
that take place in universities which have a certain familial aspect
meant that it was not so easy for faculties, let alone administrations, to crack down. When they did crack down, the result was
generally not calming. So the demonization of the university
and the growth of what I think can fairly be called a fascist streak
within the student movement, was partly a consequence of
opportunity-that is to say, the universities were sitting targets-and partly a function of a serious misunderstanding of the
nature of American society, which was seen as increasingly a
garrison state, increasingly closed, and totalist. Along these lines
there also appeared, and I do not really have time to develop
this here, demands for the reconstitution of the university, not
simply destruction but reconstitution to open up territories of
curriculum and populations. The idea was that in the university,
whole areas had not been developed in, for example, history or
literature, and that whole groups of people, including minorities
and women, had not been treated well, either because they
could not get to the university in the first place or because they
were treated unfairly when they arrived. The argument was
made, starting really at the end of 1968, that there should now
be whole new institutions, ethnic studies programs, et cetera,
where the previously neglected could be brought to the fore.
And I think this is yet another tragic and complicated turn which
developed in part, although not wholly, because many of the
traditional institutions were hide-bound. They really did not
think that the subject of women in history was worth attention.
They really did not think that there was anything much to be
said that had not been said about the history of slavery, and so
on. It is also true that, universities being targets of convenience,
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they were quite open for the political mobilizations of
groups-some of them students, some of them from
outside-who saw the development of new turf at the university
as a useful project and something which was relatively more
winnable than many other projects. It was, for instance, much
easier to get a black studies department set up at San Francisco
State University than it was to racially integrate corporations or
departments of city, state, or national administrations. There is
very much to be said about what developed from that and, again,
I do not really have time to do that. Suffice to say that I think
there is such a thing as political correctness and it is heinous.
I also think there is a bit of a hysteria about how far it has gone
and how dangerous it is.
But I really want to end on this note. I was struck by
Martin Lipset's itemizing of the positive developments of the
1960s movements. What strikes me is this: that there is a terrible
historical question which always hovers just off-stage in these
discussions and it is not one which is susceptible to a sound-bite
answer. The question starts with the observation that much of
America would now acknowledge that a lot happened in the
1960s that improved life for many people, even if you do not like
some other things that happened. Many of those, for example,
who opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964-like, for example,
former President George Bush-would certainly not want to
stand up today and defend the view that they argued before. It
is also the case that clearly much damage was done in the
process, infringements upon academic freedom being among the
lesser ones. The country was wounded-maybe broken-in the
1960s, largely because of the Vietnam War, and it has not
recovered and, in my view, it will not. The damage will simply
be outlived. But the question that is hovering and, to my mind,
has no simple resolution but is not to be brushed aside either,
is whether it is possible in the United States or for that matter
anywhere-I do not think the United States is uniquely demonic
in this regard-to get good results without bad means, to get
smart consequences without stupid moves, to get wisdom without
error. My own experience in reading history does not lead me
to be optimistic on this score.
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